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Three weeks after the UN-sponsored truth commission (Comision de Esclarecimiento Historico,
CEH) issued its report on human rights violations during the civil war (see NotiCen, 1999-03-04),
President Alvaro Arzu made his first substantive response. In a paid announcement published in
two principal newspapers March 16, the government backed away from compliance with many
commission recommendations. Arzu praised the work of the CEH and said the report should be
the basis for national reconciliation. He noted that, on Dec. 29, he had apologized on behalf of the
military for the violence committed against the civilian population during the civil war.

President Arzu says military is already 'renovated'
In the report, the CEH recommended that the president set up a commission to purge the
military and security forces of officers who were involved in human rights violations. Instead of
organizing the committee, Arzu's communique said the military was already undergoing review and
"professionalization" and that it was now "renovated." This position was consistent with a statement
by Foreign Minister Eduardo Stein that no officers who had committed human rights violations are
currently on duty. "The army has been subjected to a permanent internal process of purification
under the authority of the president," said the president's communique.
Referring to the agreement on human rights in the 1996 peace accords, the statement said anything
going beyond that "contradicts fundamental agreements that formed the basis of the peace." The
president also said the military's budget and the size of the army had been reduced, and it was not
"necessary or convenient" to create new government agencies whose duties might duplicate those
of already functioning agencies. Arzu's answer to the recommendation of reparations to victims of
the violence was to review a list of government investments in social programs for the poor. Existing
government bodies would handle other CEH recommendations, such as a national reparations
program for victims of the violence, said Arzu.
As for the CEH's charges that the military committed genocide, Arzu said genocide, torture,
and forced disappearance are not included in the National Reconciliation Law. In all, the
government responded to only eight of the CEH's 14 recommendations, failing even to mention the
recommendations that the government investigate disappearances and locate clandestine graves.

Human rights groups want compliance
Arzu's response outraged human rights organizations, who viewed the communique as
evidence that Arzu is under pressure from the military to downplay the CEH report. Jorge
Soto, secretary-general of the former guerrilla organization Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional
Guatemalteca (URNG), called the statement "frivolous," and said Arzu issued his response in a paid
announcement to avoid questioning.
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But Foreign Minister Stein said that, because of the extensiveness of the report, the government
would publish additional statements on it in the future. Others critics said the military structures
that carried out the human rights violations are still in place. Nery Villatoro of the Alianza contra la
Impunidad (AI) accused the government of intimidating human rights activists. Since the issuance
of the CEH report, activists have reported an increase in interference with their telephone calls.
Aldo Morales, director of the Coordinadora Nacional de Derechos Humanos de Guatemala,
(CONADEHGUA), said the government's social expenditures were part of "a social infrastructure
program that has nothing to do with reparations for the damages caused to the victims." But Raquel
Zelaya, director of the government's Peace Secretariat, said the US$1.5 million the government has
already offered survivors is only a minimum. "President Arzu has told us that, if the funds are put to
good use, he is entirely willing to authorize further resources for the compensation plan."
Congressional Deputy Nineth Montenegro of the leftist Frente Democratico Nueva Guatemala
(FDNG) and a member of the Grupo de Apoyo Mutuo (GAM) representing families of the
disappeared called on Arzu to search for clandestine graves, some of which are said to be on military
bases. Later in April, GAM representatives will meet in Spain with Spanish Judge Baltasar Garzon,
who is seeking the extradition from Great Britain of former Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet (see
NotiSur, 1998-10-23, 1999-03-26). The group hopes to file suits against Guatemalan military officers
in connection with the deaths of four Spanish priests murdered in 1980 and 1981.
From Geneva, archdiocesan vicar Mario Rios Montt, speaking of both the rising crime rate and the
CEH report, said, "We don't know who governs" in Guatemala. He called for international human
rights organizations to press the government to comply with the CEH recommendations. Rios Montt
was in Geneva as part of a delegation asking the UN Human Rights Commission to name a special
relator to study the Guatemalan justice system. [Sources: Prensa Libre (Guatemala), Notimex,
Spanish News Service EFE, 03/16/99; Siglo Veintiuno (Guatemala), 03/17/99; Inter Press Service,
03/17/99, 03/31/99]
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